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WASTING TIME ON CHAUCER 
THE subject in hand admits of two 
interpretations. 
One is that any attention to 
Chaucer at all is a waste of time. It can 
be dismissed with an example or two. Be- 
tween classes one day last week, I sat down 
for a minute in the vestibule of the Wren 
Building opposite two freshman girls. I 
said, "I must make a speech on Chaucer 
next week. What would you say?" One 
replied, "We had just a few lines of The 
Canterbury Tales here, and a short passage 
there; and on examination we were sup- 
posed to know what they meant. They 
were in translation, but I couldn't remem- 
ber them." No wonder. Two other girls, 
sophomores, giggled darkly in class when 
I assigned the first eighteen lines of the 
Prologue for memorizing in sophomore 
survey last year. I discovered that they 
had come from a Washington high school 
where they had had to commit the first one 
hundred and twenty lines. The laugh was 
on me. I will presently express an opinion 
as to what consideration of Chaucer the 
under schools should demand. With the 
remark that, as a teacher of Chaucer, I feel 
constantly forced into clearing away the 
bias of younger students against one of the 
greatest of English poets, I now pass over 
the first interpretation as not germane to my 
purpose. 
A second interpretation will profit by 
borrowing a page from Dean Swift, One 
may recall that, in writing "A Project for 
the Advancement of Religion, and the Ref- 
ormation of Manners" (1709), Swift aban- 
doned, for the nonce, his "admirable fool- 
ing," in order perhaps not to over-shoot the 
comprehension of Queen Anne. His sov- 
ereign understood his direct intention so 
well that she refused him advancement in 
the service of the state, and hence abandon- 
ed him to gloomy Saint Patrick's in Dublin. 
I issue warning, then, that, if I seem to be 
admitting that serious study of Chaucer, 
properly begun and assiduously prosecuted, 
is waste of time, you are to understand 
that my purpose is as unmistakable as 
Swift's usually was—that I am, in short to 
be suspected of treating a grave subject 
lightly. This is my belief. 
And if I believe this, you will require me 
to assign adequate reasons for the belief, or 
else graciously acknowledge my place in the 
most magnetic of intellectual categories. 
Frankly craving your indulgence in adopt- 
ing the inductive method of exposition, I 
come immediately to the point, and to this 
question: In the realm of letters, how must 
any thoughtfully-serious person regard a 
writer, of whatever language, age, or race, 
whose main achievements are to be enum- 
erated under these several heads? 
1. The greatest English poet from the 
beginning of English literature (co. sixth 
century) to Spenser (died, 1599), or per- 
haps to Shakespeare 
2. The "Father of English poetry" 
3. Author of the best-told story of the 
Middle Ages 
4. Author of the most-famous English 
frame-story 
5. Author of "the first novel, in the mod- 
ern sense, that ever was written in the 
world, and one of the best" 
6. Drawer of the best gallery of pen por- 
traits in English 
7. A supremely good poet 
8. A superb humorist 
9. The founder of modern English met- 
rics 
10. The most important establisher of the 
tongue that you speak 
11. Translator (in part) of the most pop- 
ular mediaeval romance 
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12. Translator of the best-known and 
most highly-valued mediaeval work on phil- 
osophy—in company with the Venerable 
Bede and Queen Elizabeth 
13. A man whom the greatest English 
poets have loved and called master—Spen- 
ser, Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Pope, 
Tennyson 
14. The most learned man of his time, 
of whom record is kept 
15. A man who brought home his own 
private Renaissance, and underwent it him- 
self 
16. A purveyor to his age of the literary 
learning of the world, and its antecedents 
17. A busy man of affairs, who found 
time to write himself to fame after office 
hours 
18. A man who has made his ideas live 
five hundred years 
19. A shrewd observer and a deft de- 
picter of men and manners and times and 
conditions 
20. A lover of nature and of men 
21. A detractor of abuses 
22. A worshiper of genuineness 
23. A confidant of kings 
24. Withal, a good friend, companion, 
master, teacher. 
This is an imposing roster, I think; and 
every item of it is amply demonstrated in 
Chaucerian documents. I hold the query 
answered to some such effect as this: A 
person with these distinctions cannot be re- 
garded as without recommendation in the 
particular realm to which they appertain. 
Now it is in the realm of literature that 
Chaucer is to be recommended—particularly 
in the realm of literature. This is not to 
say that he is not a rich mine of linguistic 
matter for those elected to philological in- 
vestigation, a study that might well be re- 
served to specialists. But as literature he 
is to be approached by the average, if he is 
to be approached by the average at all. 
What is the use of Chaucer, then, as lit- 
erature? It would be just as obvious to 
ask what is the use of the Bible, the Al- 
koran, all mythology—pious consideration 
aside; of Virgil, of Wordsworth, of Keats, 
of Ibsen, of Goethe. The question is, What 
is the use of literature? Can it set to a 
leg? or an arm? or take away the grief of 
a wound? Has it skill in surgery? Fal- 
staff might have answered no to these in- 
quiries, and so have ended this catechism. I 
add, with solemn warning, that literature 
is not completely useful even in winning a 
livelihood (I have professed the teaching of 
it some twenty years) ; nor will it neces- 
sarily make one a better hewer of wood, 
artisan, surgeon, captain of industry. It is 
not a trade; it is one of the fine arts. And 
its use (except to the poor, harmless drudge 
known as college professor) is for enjoy- 
ment. Frankly, literature is, to the many, 
far removed from utility. 
If I had a boy of sixteen, four years too 
young to begin apprenticeship to the super- 
intendent of my factory (if I had a fac- 
tory), I would put him into the factory at 
sixteen in preference to sending him to 
your college to learn literature and the rest 
of your curriculum—so far as the factory 
might be concerned. I should expect him 
to be better trained for factory duties with 
four years of factory experience than with 
four years of college. Of course, I would 
do nothing of the sort: I would send him 
to college for four years to study that use- 
less (non-utilitarian) subject known as lit- 
erature—and a good deal else useless be- 
sides; then I would try to'maneuver an in- 
crease of salary in order to send him to 
graduate school for three years, confident 
that, when he finished, he would not be 
trained for any job at all, except teaching, 
peradventure. And my reason for being so 
rash would be that I should want the boy 
capable of living with himself and with his 
cultivated confreres from the time of lock- 
ing the office at five o'clock till nine the next 
morning. The uses of the trade school are 
not those of the liberal arts college. 
Literature is for enjoyment—any litera- 
ture, all literature, even Chaucer. Litera- 
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ture is likable, if you like it. And logic re- 
quires that the same dictum be applied to 
Chaucer. It would be hard to like literature 
without liking Chaucer. 
Obviously, the scope of this paper pre- 
cludes any elaborate demonstration of the 
attractions in Chaucer. Let me content you 
with an illustration of Chaucer at his best— 
from the last or English period, adding 
what I intend as a pointer to what one may 
find in him. You will concede that extend- 
ing oneself beyond one's immediate horizon 
is limited to travel, observation, conversa- 
tion, reading, and the like. You will con- 
cede that knowledge of most times besides 
your own must be got by reading. You 
will not admit that all knowledge of the past 
is futile, or that all times might not have 
presented something interesting. Now no 
one here ever saw Edward III or Richard 
II or Henry IV (Bolingbroke). But one 
may know something of the men and the 
customs of their times through the work of 
an expert observer and chronicler of them. 
Even the history books go to such con- 
temporary sources for their materials. 
Here is one of Chaucer's best pen pic- 
tures—that of a fourteenth-century student 
at Oxford University; 
A clerk ther was of Oxenford also, 
That unto logyk hadde longe ygo. 
As leene was his hors as is a rake, 
And he nas nat right fat, I undertake. 
But looked holwe, and thereto sobrely, 
Ful thredbare was his overeste courtepy; 
For he hadde geten hym yet no benefice, 
Ne was so worldly for to have office. 
For hym was levere have at his beddes heed 
Twenty bookes, clad in blak or reed, 
Of Aristotle and his philosophic. 
Than robes riche, or fithele, or gay sautrie. 
But al be that he was a philosophre, 
Yet hadde he but litel gold in cofre; 
But al that he myghte of his freendes hente, 
On bookes and on lernynge he it spente, 
And bisily gan for the soules preye 
Of hem that yaf hym wherwith to scoleye. 
Of studie took he moost cure and moost heede. 
Noght o word spak he moore than was neede, 
And that was seyd in form and reverence, 
And short and quyk and ful of _hy sentence; 
Sownynge in moral vertu was his speche, 
And gladly wolde he lerne and gladly teche. 
This is a portrait of full length and high 
merit. It affords an exact picture of an 
early student at a famous school—of his 
threadbare appearance as he rode on his 
lean horse to Canterbury; that is, it gives 
all the details required to distinguish him 
from the other pilgrims. It records his de- 
votion to learning, his tastes, his habits, his 
manners, his moral purpose, his contempt 
for the gadgets and the ways of the world. 
It notes his progress in his studies and men- 
tions the curriculum he was pursuing; it 
alludes to contemporary values in know- 
ledge and to the economic and religious con- 
ditions of the period. With the sly humor 
characteristic of its author, and with com- 
mendable brevity and fullness, it provides 
enough of the man and enough of the back- 
ground and the atmosphere of his times to 
occupy pages. And it preserves to the stu- 
dent of the present and of the future per- 
petually-sound precepts for study: 
Of studie took he moost cure and moost heede... 
Noght o word spak he moore than was neede... 
And gladly wolde he lerne and gladly teche. 
What more could one demand of a piece 
of writing? 
But my remarks may be adjudged one- 
sided unless I add corresponding hindrances 
to the enjoyment of Chaucer. Here I list 
all that ever I heard, with brief answers to 
them: 
1. Chaucer's grammar and language are 
hard—even insuperable. The late Professor 
Greenlaw once asserted that any intelligent 
student could master these in two weeks. I 
am less optimistic; or at least my students 
are less proficient—or less well-taught. I 
presume Professor Greenlaw meant to ex- 
clude any other studious endeavor during 
these two weeks. I believe that a student 
who knows modern English grammar (may 
the tribe increase) finds enough similarity 
between it and Chaucer's to facilitate learn- 
ing the latter. A wiser resolution is to 
compare the cat that would have fish but 
would not wet its feet; or Macbeth, who 
wanted a throne but would not use the 
means to come by it. If Chaucer is good in 
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himself, this hurdle will not long impede the 
thoughtful student. 
2. Chaucer is learned. So was Milton. 
So was Gray, of the Elegy. "If you would 
enjoy the conversation of the learned, make 
yourself learned." 
3. Chaucer is ancient. So is the Golden 
Rule. So is truth. So is freedom. So is 
the doctrine of the Good Samaritan. So is 
love. The truth is, Chaucer was very mod- 
ern. Of course, he delved in alchemy and 
astrology. But we moderns read our horos- 
copes in weekly journals, and toy with the 
idea of transmuting baser metals into gold. 
Even though we have substituted chemistry 
and astronomy for these pseudo-sciences, a 
portion of our vocabulary returns to the 
outworn conceptions, as witness alchemize, 
lunatic, and jovial. 
4. Chaucer is dull and dry. That is not 
true. It is only that those who fear him 
are lackadaisical and desiccated. 
5. Matthew Arnold denied Chaucer 
standing among the greatest poets through 
a formula: he lacked high-seriousness— 
spoudaiotes. Arnold was measuring him by 
Shakespeare, Milton, Homer, Virgil, Dante 
—fast company for anybody. And Arnold 
alleged that Wordsworth applied enough 
more of truth to life than Chaucer to make 
him superior. Nowadays nobody rates 
Wordsworth above Chaucer, Matthew Ar- 
nold ought to have known better. 
6. Dryden thought Chaucer was a poor 
metricist. He said, "The verse of Chaucer 
... is not harmonious to us . . . There is the 
rude sweetness of a Scotch tune in it, which 
is natural and pleasing, though not perfect." 
The scholarship of the last eighty years has 
found out how to read Chaucer's verse. 
Dryden would have been the first to praise, 
if he had known the truth. 
7. Chaucer is smutty—Rabelisian. But 
his fabliaux are among the best-told of his 
tales. Chaucer's age enjoyed some breadth. 
Chaucer was unmoral with his age rather 
than immoral outside of it. 
8. Chaucer was naif. "Whoever hugs the 
delusion that because the diction and the 
metre (of the Duchess) are simple, it is 
easy to write like this, is humbly besought 
to try his hand at imitating The Vicar of 
Wakefield, or Andrew Marvell's Song of 
the Emigrants in Bermuda." 
9. Finally, most other objections can be 
obviated by withholding from students all 
Chaucer until college. I would do the same 
thing respecting Shakespeare, Spenser, and 
Milton. 
There is much newefangelnesse. English 
literature, which has already outlasted any 
other, continues the staunchest mark of civ- 
ilization that any people has fashioned. 
Chaucer is still one of its noblest exemplars. 
We cannot change our literature. We could 
not change Chaucer. 
Jess H. Jackson 
WHAT IS IMPORTANT IN THE 
SCHOOLS? 
A SUMMARY OF SOME LEADING MAGAZINE ARTICLES 
FOR GENERAL READERS BEARING UPON EDUCATIONAL 
TOPICS. 
IN APRIL 1938 the Virginia Teacher 
carried an article entitled "What May 
the People Read about their Schools?" 
This was followed in May by a compan- 
ion piece called "What Do the People 
Think about their Schools?" The basis of 
these articles was examination and analy- 
sis of magazine articles which appeared 
early last year in periodicals for general 
readers. 
During the fall term of this year forty- 
five students in secondary education sur- 
veyed the magazines dated September 
through December. They listed and sum- 
marized about 150 articles' that appeared 
in forty publications of non-technical na- 
ture, designed for general circulation. Of 
these, certain articles seem so important as 
reflections of public thinking that many 
students, faculty members, and others who 
read the Virginia Teacher may want to 
